At Death's Door
Nick Rogen

As John attempted to open his door, scraped up with silver from so
many drunk misses from his keys, he knew one thing for certain.
He was dying.
In a way, dying was a lot like being drunk. Really drunk. Blackout
drunk. Except it hurt like hell.
John knew of nothing more difficult than steadying his hand enough to
push the key into the lock when his life was bleeding out the side of him.
He groaned, swore, and his left hand clenched his stomach harder. The
knife had cut so deeply, he swore he could honest-to-God feel his stomach.
The lock finally clicked and the key twisted. He didn't so much as open
the door as collapse into it. Hell, it was loud, but the neighbors had surely
heard worse from his house.
And he was on the ground. Like usual.
Tears burned his eyes. But this wasn't normal. This time he wasn't
drunk. Far from it.
He wiped his tears, blood smearing his face like war paint.
Dear God. I really am dying, he thought.
All because some scared young punk demanded his wallet. He told the
kid off and pushed him away. Poor kid swiped with his knife, made contact,
and freaked out when he had realized what he had done. He ran down the
sidewalk and into the midnight as fast as he could from a swearing, collapsing,
old man.
Kid should have known better. Never rob a bitter old geezer.
They never have anything worthwhile to lose.
Well, at least that's what John thought at first. Nothing to lose. Nobody
around him that cared enough. Death, he always thought, was only daunting if
you were separated from the things and people you loved and who loved you.
That's why he never felt scared. He never had anyone like that.
But now it was different.
At death's door, he did have something to lose.
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And in a life full of losses, he needed this last win.
He groaned. Bones snapped. Or broke. But he was able to wobble onto
his knees.
One call. That's all he needed.
John rubbed away his tears again.
He braced the wall. His old hands were thick in blood. Old blood with
a rusty, iron-like color.
According to his blood, he'd died a long time ago.
With his teeth clenched together, he pulled himself up to a stand. A
stream of blood poured out his side. The hole sucked in air and his body
trembled.
He was now standing.
Gasping. Swearing. Bleeding. Dying.
But, Goddamn, he was standing!
911 didn't matter now.
Only one call mattered.
His feet marched like heavy columns through the apartment, a zombie
shuffle leaving a bread trail of red.
He made it to his living room table before collapsing again. The knees
buckled. The cheap table gave way. Dozens of empty and full cans and bottles
smashed into the floor or rolled their way into the kitchen.
John groaned. He just didn't have the energy to scream anymore.
A triclde of blood crawled down his face. A concussion, maybe?
Screw it. When you're about to die, do the small things really matter
anymore?
He rolled onto his back and his breathing melted from his moutl1. His
chest ran up and down like an old lawnmower about to suck up the last of the
gas before it died completely.
He managed out a laugh. A single bloody laugh.
So this is all I have, he thought.
A minute. Maybe a few more.
Kind of hard to regret a whole life in a matter of minutes.
He could have called Martha. She'd been a good wife.
Maybe he could call and apologize. He had always been a lousy
husband. He was old enough now to realize that and couldn't really blame her
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for cheating on him.
He'd have done it too if he had to live with himself.
But no, Martha wasn't going to be his phone call.
The ceiling fan above him was wavering with his vision. There just
wasn't enough time.
He closed his eyes.
But for all his faults, maybe his ungodly stubbornness would actually
come in handy. For once.
He suddenly felt the cold. The pain. Felt the death creeping in.
He deserved it all and even wondered why it took so long. But he
opened up his eyes and rolled to his good side.
He picked up his body. It limped into odd positions as though he were
a poorly built mannequin.
He stumbled to the phone, picked up the receiver, and fell again. His
back cracked as he slid down the side of the wall clutching the phone.
This was it. He wasn't getting back up again, that was for sure.
He wanted to make a joke about his oldness, but he stopped himself.
Fifty-five years of bitter sarcasm.
Of black humor.
All of it was wiped away. Dead before he was.
This was no longer a joke.
He was crying.
He'd wanted this moment for years. And now that it was here, he
wanted to take all the mistakes back.
But it was too late for that.
He had time for just this call.
Realistically, that's all he needed.
His fingers clicked the numbers, a bloody trail connecting them like a
crossword. He hadn't called the number in fifteen years. Hell, he was the guy
who couldn't even remember his second wife's name!
But this number.
This number was his life. Funny how it took death to realize it.
He heard the dial tone and prayed his son would answer.
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"Hey now! You didn't make me." Michael put his arm around her
shoulder and combed his hands through her wet hair.
The phone sang. Again.
Michael sighed. It was too late to go back to the office. And he sure as
heck wasn't going back tonight.
"Do you want me to answer it?"
"Yeah, sure. If it's my boss, tell him . .. "
''You're in the shower?"
Michael chuckled. "That'd work."
Sarah reached over and took the phone. The screen illuminated her
face. And the movie-smile was gone.
Just a blank stare and dripping water.
"What is it?" Michael asked. "Sarah?"
"I think. I think it's your father's number."
The car screeched to the side of the road.
"What?" His throat was dry.
Sarah nodded and handed him the phone.
She was right. It was his number alright. No name. No contact
information. No fancy picture. He had never bothered to put one in for him.
Nor would he have ever done it even if he was forced at gunpoint.
Michael contorted his face. "What do I do?"
Sarah's eyebrows arched. "What do you do? Well, you answer it."
"1. . ." Michael stumbled on his words. "1. . .. can't do it . .. "
"Michael. .. "
"No." Michael shook his head. "No. No. No."
The phone stopped shaking. Blackness again in the car.
"Not after all these years."
"But Michael. He's never called you, right? This could be important.
Really important. I think you have to call... "
He didn't want to let her finish. "That would be the first important
thing in fifteen years."
"Please, Michael, I'm asking you to do this."
Sarah always tried to wear the pants in the relationship. Michael had
never minded. Not now though. Right now, this was his decision.
His hands were shaking. He could feel his face getting red.
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"Jesus, Sarah! I just can't! I can't speak to a man who abandoned me
and my mom. He's an alcoholic who only knows how to lie. You want to know
why he's calling? You want to know?"
Sarah shrank in her seat.
"Because he's probably hammered is why."
His wife was never one to back down. "I don't care what happened
between you two. It could be an emergency!"
The phone beeped.
"The voicemail is good enough for him."
Sarah looked away and watched the ocean pass by.
Michael rubbed his eyes and clenched his teeth. There goes Dad again.
Spoiling everything. Even after fifteen years.
Michael turned onto the freeway ramp and silence filled the car.

It rang.
John held his side to stop the increasing pain.
And rang.
His eyes stung of blood and tears.
And rang. And rang. And rang.
And then a click.
"Hi! This is Michael. I'm either not near my phone or I'm at work. But
if you leave me a short message, your name, and a number I can call you back
or, I'd be happy to call you back at my earliest convenience. Thanks, and have
a wonderful day!"
There was a loud beep in John's ear.
He tried to speak. It's not that he was too weak to say anything, but
rather he didn't have a clue on how he should start.
He hung up.
Breathe) John. You can do thz's.
He pressed redial and listened again to his son's voice until the beep.
How do you ask for forgiveness from a son you failed?
He cried, drenching the phone, until the line cut him off.
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Michael slammed his hand on the steering wheel.
He couldn't stand the silence anymore.
He was pissed.
"Why should I give that man even one more minute of my life? He's
already stolen so much from me. I don't want to hear excuses anymore. I don't
want to hear a fucking thing from that man."
Sarah took her head off the window.
"Was he that bad? Bad enough to never talk to him again? Maybe he's
reaching out."
"You don't get it! He always loved his booze and his job more than me.
And he sure as hell hasn't lifted a finger to try to reach out to me. I've never
received so much as an apology for everything he has done. Or, rather, never
did."
"I get it, Michael. I do. Really. But look at the way you are acting!
Maybe he really does want to apologize!"
Michael let out a laugh that even scared rum.
"Right! Apologize? The man doesn't have it in rum."

John hung up and pressed redial.
He didn't have strength to wipe away his tears. The apartment around
him was turning into a reddish blur.
Again, the voicemail answered.
It beeped and this time John spoke.
"Michael?" He hadn't heard his voice since the stabbing. It sounded
frail and weak, breaking and shattering into the mouthpiece of the phone.
"I . .. " He struggled for breath. "I'm dying, Michael."
''And, ah, listen." A coughing fit struck him suddenly and his grip on
the phone wavered. A lung was failing, he was sure of it.
''All these years. Christ. It's taken me all these years and death to finally
do this. Paci1etic, eh? And cliche. But this guilt ... " He paused and groaned.
"Regret. It's all been haunting me. Hanging over me like one large weight.
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What I did to your mother. What I did to you."
John was in pain now. He could feel his body shutting down. He
focused off the pain and on to his speech. He'd had it memorized for a very
long time, even if he didn't know it.
"I'm sorry."
He let the words bleed into the small holes in the phone.
"Your mother was a queen. A royal queen. Beautiful. Majestic. And I
never gave her the attention she needed. No, deserved! I never remembered
the birthdays. The anniversaries. The small things that make marriage and love
work."
He breathed hard.
''And you. I treated you like you weren't even there. Like you weren't
the best damn son a father could ask for. I never went to your games. Never
was there to give you that fatherly advice.
"I was a stranger. A drunk who didn't have the courage to let you two
get close to me. Maybe I was scared to open up. Because then .. . then you'd
realize how much of a failure I was. How weak of a father I was."
He let out a laugh. It turned into a cough. Blood dripped down his
mouth.
"Funny how life is. It worked the other way around. By closing you off,
I showed you how pathetic I really was."
He sighed. Dizzy and sleepy now. The pool of blood collecting around
him felt cold already.

Make it quick) John) make it quick.
"The deathbed confession isn't right. I know. It isn't fair and I know it
won't solve much of anything, nor patch our relationship back up.
"But even so, I want to tell you how so proud I am of you. How you
turned out. How beautiful your family is.
"You turned out to be everything I wasn't. I thank you for that, with all
my heart.
''And I'm sorry."
He gripped the phone with all tile strength he had.
In almost a whisper, he said, "Goodbye son."
He hung up, smiled, and closed his eyes.
And fell asleep.
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"Please, don't try to talk."
John tried to lift himself. He couldn't.
"My son. D'd
I h e .. .get. .. my message.~"
"S'Ir, pease
I
... "
"Please. Did he?" John's heart began to tremble.
The medic shook his head. "1. .. 1 don't honestly know."
John sighed. His pain was almost gone now. An almost weightless
sensation was spreading through his body.
"Do you think it's ever too late .. . to say .. .you're sorry? To make things
right?"
"Sir ... l don't . .. "
Maybe this medic had dealt with men like John before. A crazed old
man demanding answers for everything before the end. Whatever the reason
was, it seemed the man decided to answer him.
"1 don't know," the medic said, "but 1 sure hope not, sir, 1 sure hope
not."
John smiled. "Me too."
And then John's heart stopped.

That night, in the middle of a fitful sleep, Michael was awoken by the
telephone.

Taboma West

61

